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DISASTER VULNERABILITY AND MANAGEMENT:
A CASE STUDY OF MANKACHAR CYCLONE

Introduction :- The term ' disaster’
is derived from the negative prefix'dis'and
Latin roo 'astrum' (meaning 'star') which
connotes the unfavourable aspects of one's
star. Gone are the days when people used
to think of all such sorts of happening as
the result of functional correlation of evil
stars or celestial bodies. Of late, the
perception has changed rather to the
universal recognition of disasters as natural
or man-made ones.

Natural Disasters of vary many
geophysical, climatic and geo-thermal
origins have varied and far-reaching
damaging implications on human, plant
and animal life. In the wake of 21st
century, rapid population growth coupled
with rapid industrialization and
urbanization, ecological change, socio-
economic imbalances make the risk of
natural hazards which often lead to
disasters.

A vast country like India having 329
million hectres of geographical area, being
situated in tropical and sub-tropical region
of south Asia with regional agro-climatic
variation supseptible to wind-based
calamities especially those that occur in
local or periodical nature. The state of
Assam with regional agro-climatic
variation and also under direct influence
of Monsoon is also very much vulnerable

Dr. M. Gopal Signha
Senior Lecturer & Head,
Deptt. of Geography
to cyclonic storm.

The vulnerability which exists in an
abstract form is a concept of physical
factors as well as the social factors
responsible for disaster to occur in a
particular area or a region. It is the
characteristics of the group of people in
terms of their capacity to anticipate,
withstand and retrieve from a natural
hazard.

In the present study an attempt has
been made to decipher a highly potential
area of disaster both in terms of physical
and human societal factors are concerned.
The paper attempts to highlight the
magnitude of the rare phenomenon and
also the management strategies undertaken
for the disaster.

Study Area: Mankachar, a land and
water-logged part of Dhubri district in the
Southern most part of Assam in the
immediate neighbouring of West Garo
Hills and Bangladesh experienced a bizarre
tornado like cyclone or whirlwind with a
speed more than 200 km per hour caused
havoc within ten minutes duration in the
remote villages of Hastingimari sub-
Divisional Head Quarter on April 22, 2003.
The villages namely Burakata, Binasata,
Patangitola, Kazipur, Toppura, Baliabeel
and Dhanuwa are located in small patches
of built-up which are mostly included |
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under Burakata G.P. and Dhanuwa G.P.
Obijective and Significance of the study:

i) To study the locational aspects of
vulnerability of the study area with
changing ecological condition.

i1)To examine the socio-economic
parameters of the inhabitants of the area
and

iii) to examine the perception of the
people towards disaster and its
management.

The problem under study is
significant from the following facts that the
cyclone-hit area of Mankachar is very close
to cyclone prone areas of Bangladesh
which is under direct influence of Bay of
Bengal. The study is found to be relevant
to the area as the people occupy a low-lying
area with constraints in human habitation.

Data base and Methodology : The
Primary data relating to assessment of the
cyclone hit area have been collected
immediately after the occurence of disaster.
Altogether 16 respondents were
interviewed to gather information on their
habitational background, housing pattern,
occupational structure and their perception
on disaster.

Damage assessment:

The damaged caused by the cyclone
included the following:

Persons in number

i) Person injured 1500
ii) Severely injured 150
iii) Minor injury sustained 1350
iv) Instantaneously occured death 33
v) Total death toll 39

vi) Cropped area affected 470 hectres
vii) Horticultural Cropped

area affected 30 hectres
viii) Poultry affected 1441 Nos.
ix) Cattle head lost 13250Nos
x) House fully damaged 650

‘ ; Nos

Total area affected14 sq.km.
Findings and Analysis :
Physical factors of disaster

vulnerability: The area under study is
situated in the eastern part of Hatsingimari
sub-Divisional Head Quarter and in
northern part of Mankachar township. It
is an extensive low-lying area dotted with
a number of settlements. The South
western part of this low-lying area ia an
extensive plain area bordering Indo-
Bangladesh Border while the north eastern
part is completely bounded by west Garo
Hills, Since the last two hundred years the
low-lying area is extensively transformed
into habitational lands. The area is under
constant expansion for wetland cultivtion
such as 'Boro' and early Ahu. A number of
large and potential 'beels or wetland like
Gashuwa beel, Kabutarmari, Bamunibeel
are a few which have been encompassed
by the settlers. A couple of streams, 'Suti’
andriver like 'Kalo' interspersed the eastern
part of the area where cyclone ravaged
Burakata, Binasata, Patangitola, Kazipur
and Toppura village are located with
immense problem of communication. The
villages such as Patangitola and Toppura
have no easy accessibility due to lack -of.

Source : ¥ S.D.O. Hatsingimari,

bridge and road links. W ez
*Author's. Field survey ]
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Vulnerable Society: The pressure of ever
increasing population has tremendous
impact of land, water, bio-sphere and
economy of the low-lying areas. The
expansion of settlement in the newer and
fragile physical environment by immigrant
people has led to the risk of natural disaster
like cyclonic strom. It is observed from the
storm-hit villages that most of the
foundation of the houses are constructed
by filling up the earth from the nearby
lands which are usually transformed into
ponds for fishing purposes. The built up
area are formed by loose soil and are not
conductive for housing.
Low income level : By and large, the
society of the community inhabitating the
areas are in low income level. As the area
is low-lying and flood prone people mostly
depend on wetland cultivation and
pisciculture as their main livelihood.
Unprotected houses: So far the housing
pattern of the villagers are concerned
pecople have thatched huts, wooden and
bamboo pillar houses with C.I. sheet roofs.
Except institutional bulding no concrete
houses are available. Most of the villagers
inhabited in colony like small built-up
plateforms and along the edge of
embankments and roads where houses are
constructed with homestead orchards.
Lack of awareness in housing and
settlement: Among other important
factors which have attributed to
vulnerability are-

i) construction of houses close to

each other due to lack of spacious built-up

arecas,

11) plantation of lofy trees and
orchards without maintaining distance
from huts and houses.

It is evident from the disaster that
most-of the death occurred due to house
collapse and failling of trees. As a result
of which 2 high proportion of instantaneous
death toll (84 percent) was recorded in a
short span of hardly ten minutes.
Perception towards disaster: The
responderits' view reveals that the people
of the area have no awareness on such
natural disaster. People have experiences
and awareness on fury of recurring floods
more or less every year. As regards the rare
natural phenomenon villegers consider it
as unprecedented ones. Majority of the
respondents have superstitious belief of the
disaster as wrath of God.

Lack of management and disaster
preparedness: The social group of the area
has no proper perception on any
impending danger and the people lack in
disaster preparedness and management.
The government had not taken earlier
ameliorative measures. No early warning
system was provided to the area.
Conclusion: The villagers under study are
model ones far examinig the disaster
vulnerability depending on physio-social
structure, their adaptibility to a fragile
evironment for earning a living without
much awareness on any implemending
hazard. |

Dissemination of awareness
knowledge on disaster among the rural
masses can be suggested for protective
measures in the days to come.000
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Panchayati Raj : Instrumentof Democratic Decentralisation

Democracy is the form of
Government in which the citizens directly
or indirectly participate in ruling the State.
It is thus distinct from dictatorship in which
the citizens have no chance to take part in
administration of the state. It is the
democratic government which provide
maximum rights and freedom to the people
for the development of their personalities.
That is why democracy is regarded as an
ideal form of government.So, for the
success of the democracy there must be
decentralisation of power at the grassroot
level in order to faciliate substantial
proportion of people to participate in the
administration and manage their on affairs
by themselves. In other words there must
be extension of democracy. This objective
can be achieved through the establishment
of Panchayati Raj institution. Panchayati
Raj institution ensure direct participation
of people of grass roots in the
administration. Panchayati Raj has become
an indispensable part of Indian political
system. The origin of Pajchayati Raj in
India dates back to ancient time which
subsequently suffered a lot during the
British rule. Afier the independence the
framers of the constitution gave
importance in the Directive principles of
state policy (part-IV). The provision of
Panchayats contained in article No. 40 .It
is mentioncd in this article that the state

Dr. Prasanta Chakravorty,
Deptt of Political Science

shall take steps to organise village
panchayats and endow them with such
powers and authority as may be necessary
to enable them to function as units of self
government. The government of stales took
necessary steps to execute this Directive.
But the Panchayati Raj institutions got a
new dimension after the submission of the
recommendations of B.G. Mehta
committee. This committee was formed
under the chairmanship of B.G. Mehta in
1956 by the national development council
to suggest measures for the better working
of community for dcvelopmental
programme and the national extension
service. The commitee submitted its report
in 1957 which recommended democratic
decentralisation with a three tier panchayati
Raj institutions in rural areas with real
devotion of power and resources. The three
tier includes village panchayat at the
village levcl, panchayat samiti in each
developmental block and zila parishad at
the district level. The recornmendations of
the Mehta committee was approved by the
Naticnal Development Council in 1958.
The government of India asked the various
state Government to impiement the
recommendation of Mehta comruittee.
Rajasthan is the first state to implement the
recommendation. It was followed by
Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Gujrat, Himachal
Pradesh, Maharastra, Punjub, Tamilnadu,
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Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal. Finally the
panchayati Raj system was adopted by
most states. :

But Mehta committe
recommendation failed to produce good
results for obvious reasons. Hence Rajiv
Gandhi government introduced two Bills
in the Lok Sobha in 1989 (64th and 65th
constitutional ammendment Bills) in order
to constitutional status to the local self
government institution. Unfortunately the
bills were passed by the Lok Sabha but
could not be adopted in the Rajya Sabha.
Subsequently the government P.V.
Narasinha Rao took initiative in this matter
and as result of 73rd constitutional
ammendment the Bill was adopted and
passed by the Parliament. The provision
of the act have been included in the part-
IX of the constitution. |

Thus the 73rd constitutional
Ammendment act gave constitutional
status to the panchayati Raj institutions in
rural areas. It recognised the panchayati
Raj institutions for two purposes viz,
institutions of self government and
institution of rural development.
, The acts provides for a three tier
Panchayat system viz, Gaon Panchayat at
the village level, Panchayat Samiti at the
Block level and Zila Parishad at the district
level.

The act established a uniform

panchayati Raj institution in India and
made it mendatory for the states to make
laws in conformity with the provision of
the 73rd constitutional ammendment act.
In the meanwhile the states have make their
respective panchayat Acts which
incorporated the provisions of the 73rd
Ammendment Act. If the provision of the
new Act are sincerely implemented the
panchayati Raj institutions will definitely
make the democratic decentralisation a
reality.
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ENVIRONMENTAL GEOGRAPHY AND RELATED SCIENCES

Environmental Geography may be
defined as that branch of geography which
studies the characteristics, compositions
and functions of different components of
the natural environmental system.

Environmental geography is

basically the study of spatial attributes of

interrelationship between biotic and abiatic
(physical),components and between
technologically advanced man and
components of the natural environmental
system. The abiotic components (land, air,
water, energy) are closely related to
geography, particularly physical
geography, geo-physics and atmospheric
sciences (Metrology),all of which belong
to the major field of earth sciences. Physics
and Chemistry are also related to the
abiotic physical components through
Geology and Geophysics. These subfields
of earth sciences are related to each other
and provide vital information about the
composition and characteristics of various
aspects of physical or abiotic components
of the biospheric geoecosystem. Since
physical geography studies all of the
elements of abiotic component based on
its clean resources and on the information
derived from geology, geophysics and
atmospheric science. It is more closely
related to environmental studies and
therefore to environmental geography.
The biotic component is related to
human geography, chemistry and
biological and life sciences (Botany and

Miss Geetamoni Kalita
‘ T.D.C. 3rd Year
zoology). The interactions and
interdependence of abiotic and biotic
components of biospheric system result in
two types of ecosystem:

(1) Biosystem.

(2) Eco biosystem or Geobiosystem.

The study of biosystem becomes the
subject of biology while the study of
geobiosystem becomes the subject matter
of environmental geography within the
major field of geography.

The interaction of ' ecological Units'
with abiotic environmental produce
different higher order 'biosystem' known
as 'ecobiosystem’ of higher biotic levels are
studied in ecology as a branch of biology
where in the interrelationships of
functional linkages between each
ecobiosystem (of higher biotic level) and
surrounding physical environment and
among organisms are studied. The
geoecological study of geobiosystems
involving spatial unit of various dimension
falls within the realm of enviromental
geography. The biological unit of the
largest biotic level known as biome is
exclusively studied in environmental
Geography. The study of spatial .
organisation of distributional patterns of
interrelationships between biotic and
abiotic components of different
geobiosystems and between
geobiosystems and technologycally
advanced man. OO
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